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The process of individual unlearning: A neglected topic in an underresearched field Introduction
Increasing pressure from globalisation, technological developments, changes in legislation and government policy, and increased competition has meant that change can be regarded as a continuous feature of the contemporary business environment (Burnes 2004 ).
The ability of people or organizations to adapt and respond to change engendered by these stimuli is vital to succeed in such an environment. Whether at the level of the individual, or the organization change typically involves not only the learning of new behaviours, ideas or practices, but also giving up, or abandoning some established ones. Despite both these elements being equally important to change, there has been a significantly greater academic focus on processes of learning and acquiring new knowledge and practices than there has been on processes of abandoning or giving up established knowledge and practices (Tsang and Zahra 2008) . The objective of this paper is to make a contribution to addressing this neglect through undertaking a detailed examination of individual-level processes of abandoning or giving up knowledge, which is more formally defined as unlearning.
The capability to unlearn is important as the inability to give up or abandon knowledge, values, beliefs, and/or practices can produce a rigidity in thinking and acting limiting a person or organization's adaptability (Akgün et al., 2006; Bettis and Prahalad 1995; Prahalad and Bettis 1986 Prahalad and Bettis (1986) refer to as the institutionalization of a dominant logic. This institutionalization can produce cognitive blinkering that results in 'competency traps' (Shipton 2006) , a situation where useful competencies become out dated through never being challenged, revised or abandoned. Thus, the ability of people or organizations to unlearn established knowledge, behaviours or values can be a significant catalyst to and facilitator of change.
The analysis developed here builds from and extends the work of Tsang and Zahra (2008) , who developed a conceptual analysis of organizational level unlearning processes. Tsang and Zahra (2008, p. 1454) concluded their paper with a number of suggestions regarding which knowledge on unlearning is still limited, and requires development. One key area where knowledge is particularly limited is the dynamics and character of individuallevel processes of unlearning, and how they connect to and interact with organizational learning and unlearning. Individual level processes of unlearning represent a neglected topic in an under-researched field, where analysis has been relatively limited. Our concern here is to take a first step towards addressing this gap in knowledge. This is a conceptual paper that draws on a range of literature to suggest that the process of individual unlearning may have particular features. The analysis of individual unlearning presented here is based on an overview of some of the most important contributions on this topic as well as a systematic review of the contemporary academic literature on unlearning. To help address themes that are relatively unexamined by this literature it also draws on a wider body of work on learning and change. After the paper unpacks and defines the concept of unlearning it considers some seminal and sceptical perspectives on unlearning before presenting the details of the literature search that was conducted. Following this is a large section that differentiates between two different types of individual unlearning, and which suggests that each type of individual unlearning may have its own distinctive features and dynamics. The final section of the paper builds from this insight through developing a typology, which distinguishes between four types of individual unlearning.
Clarifying and Developing the Unlearning Concept
Thus far unlearning has been very broadly defined as abandoning or giving up knowledge, ideas or behaviours. However to fully understand the concept it is necessary to define it in greater detail.
If unlearning involves the giving up or abandonment of knowledge, values or behaviours, it needs to be acknowledged that this can happen both unconsciously and deliberately. The unconscious or accidental giving up of something is typically referred to as forgetting (De Holan and Phillips 2011; Easterby-Smith and Lyles 2011; Rushmer and Davies 2004) . This process of forgetting contrasts with deliberate unlearning, which involves a process of consciously choosing to abandon or give up particular knowledge, values or behaviours. As with Tsang and Zahra (2008) , the assumption here is that unlearning is a conscious and intentional process and as such is distinct from forgetting. De Holan and Phillips (2004; , agree about the deliberate nature of unlearning, although they do not distinguish in the same way as others between forgetting and unlearning. Recently there have been a significant number of articles and book chapters on the topic of organizational level forgetting (see for example Casey and Olivera 2011; De Holan and Phillips 2011; EasterbySmith and Lyles 2011; De Holan 2011b) . Due to the assumption that the accidental and unconscious nature of forgetting makes it a different and distinctive process to deliberate processes of unlearning, as well as the fact that the contemporary literature on forgetting is focussed at the organizational level, this literature is not examined any further in this paper.
A second area of difference in the unlearning literature relates to whether the knowledge or behaviours being given up are obsolete, out dated, and in some way inferior to new knowledge or behaviours which are subsequently acquired. As highlighted in Table 1 (see later), a number of papers make this assumption (Casillas et al., 2010; Srithika and Bhattacharyya 2009; Rebernic and Sirec 2007) . Thus, for example, Srithika and Bhattacharyya (2009, p. 68 ) define organizational unlearning as, 'the identification or removal of ineffective or obsolete knowledge'. However, making such a value judgement regarding the inferiority of the knowledge to be abandoned is unnecessarily restrictive and judgemental. Thus, similar to Tsang and Zahra (2008) , we suggest that it is more appropriate to define unlearning simply as abandoning or giving up knowledge or behaviours without making any judgement on the status of the knowledge or behaviours being unlearned.
In considering individual unlearning, an issue that is typically neglected is what happens to the knowledge or behaviours that people unlearn. It is important to acknowledge that what is unlearned is not permanently 'lost' by people or destroyed, such that they are unable to think or act in the way that they had done previously. Arguably, the only ways via which the unlearning of particular knowledge and behaviours could become permanently lost is through a lack of use over time or through some type of medical, neurological intervention (drugs, surgery etc.), or through someone developing an illness or having an accident (such as having a stroke or a car accident which results in brain injury). Thus, the type of deliberate, individual unlearning considered here does not involve the permanent loss of something, but instead involves a person consciously discarding, abandoning or giving up particular values, knowledge or behaviour, by consciously choosing not to continue using them. In summary, the perspective on individual unlearning adopted here is that knowledge and values are not necessarily permanent, as either consciously, or unconsciously, people may at some point in the future begin to reuse that which they had previously abandoned or unlearned. An example of this would be when someone changed how he or she undertook a task by returning to do it in a way that had been previously abandoned.
The final issue in developing the concept of unlearning is how it is relates to learning. Tsang and Zahra (2008) consider that unlearning may precede learning, occur simultaneously with, or independent of learning. However, the dominant perspective in the unlearning literature regarding the relationship between the sequencing of unlearning and learning (which follows the way Hedberg (1981) defines the relationship) is that unlearning is a unique stage and is a prerequisite to, and a precursor of, learning (Akgün et al., 2007b; Becker et al. 2006; Cegarra-Navarro et al., 2010a; Fotaki 2007; MacDonald 2002) . For example, Cegarra-Navarro et al. (2010a, p. 901 ) define unlearning as, 'the elimination of obsolete knowledge', which is regarded as a necessary precursor to learning, or 'the creation and absorption of new knowledge'. However, an alternative way to conceptualize the relationship between unlearning and learning is to consider unlearning as a distinctive type of learning (Antonacopoulou 2009 ). This is the perspective utilized by Argyris and Schön (1996, p. 3-4) 
Seminal and Sceptical Perspectives on Unlearning
While unlearning can be traced back to the 1950s, until recently it has been largely neglected in the literature on learning and knowledge management. Akgün et al. (2007b) trace the origins of unlearning to literature on learning and cognitive psychology published in the 1950s and 1960s. Another perspective on unlearning emerged in the 1950s which explored "unlearning...the inherent dominative mode" (Williams 1958 , p. 376: in Said 2003 in relation to western thinking about the 'other'. The 'other' referred to how people in the west view people or perspectives they regard as non-western. Unlearning in this context concerned westerners trying to think beyond their own perspective to take account of others (Williams 1958 In this literature a number of influential writers including Hedberg, Starbuck and Nystom, have published some important pieces of writing on the topic of unlearning (Hedberg 1981; Nystrom and Starbuck 1984; Starbuck et al. 1978) . This section reviews these key works on the topic, and concludes by examining literature which is more critical and/or sceptical on the topic of unlearning.
The focus here is on Hedberg's (1981) book chapter, and Nystrom and Starbuck's (1984) journal article, as they have both been highly influential. While, as will be outlined, there are differences of focus and emphasis between these two pieces of work, there are more similarities than differences between them, thus they are examined simultaneously. One similarity is how they define unlearning, with Hedberg (1981, p. 18) Finally, a number of other similarities in these outputs can be identified. Firstly, they are both largely conceptual and don't effectively substantiate the ideas developed with empirical evidence (Nystom and Starbuck present some illustrative stories). Secondly, both regard unlearning and learning as being closely inter-related. Finally, both regard individual level unlearning to be a typically difficult, challenging and time consuming process to successfully undertake. This challenge is due to the extent to which people are attached to their existing knowledge and ideas, and their existing knowledge and ideas shape and blinker how they make sense of events, which can make it difficult to understand the limitations of existing knowledge and ideas. Therefore, the way unlearning is conceptualized in our paper is compatible with both these pieces of work.
It is also useful to examine some critiques that have been made of the concept of unlearning. One critique, articulated by Niaura (2002) higher level knowledge is acquired, and that such learning cannot thus be characterized as unlearning, which involves the discarding or abandonment of knowledge. However, in our view, Klein's critique is more focussed on one particular way of defining unlearning, and one particular way of linking unlearning to change, rather than with the concept of unlearning more generally.
Reviewing the Academic Literature on Unlearning
While Tsang and Zahra (2008) Additionally, we searched for articles on 'abandoning behavior or knowledge' and 'giving up behavior or knowledge'. This search generated over 330 articles. From these sources, we concentrated on those published in peer-reviewed scientific journals, leaving 261. After removing duplicate search results, we examined the abstracts of these articles and excluded studies that reported on animal-based, psychological or memory experiments. We also excluded personal viewpoint and unreferenced opinion articles, leaving about 100. After a first round of reading the collected articles, we selected those papers that investigated the topic of unlearning, either theoretically or empirically. This led to the exclusion of papers which used the term unlearning in their abstract or titles, but which were not fundamentally concerned with investigating it as a topic. While the focus in this paper is fundamentally on individual level unlearning, our initial review included all articles on unlearning, whether they were focussed on individual, team or organizational level unlearning (see Tables 1 and   2 ). We also searched the reference lists of all sources thus collected, and performed citation searches that helped to add several relevant articles.
Insert Table 1 about here
A total of 35 articles were identified for analysis (see Table 1 ). An initial observation from the list is that the small number of relevant articles were identified in a time period of over 10 years highlights the extent to which the concept of unlearning is neglected and under- In terms of how the literature defines unlearning (see Table 1 Column 2), while many authors develop their own particular form of words, what is noticeable about the way unlearning is defined (also found to be the case by Tsang and Zahra 2008 ) is the striking degree of homogeneity that exists. What is common to these definitions is that unlearning involves 'abandoning', 'eliminating', 'rejecting', 'discarding' or 'giving' up somethingwith that something ranging from, at the individual level, particular values, assumptions, knowledge or behaviour, and at the organizational level, knowledge, assumptions or routines.
In terms of the type of unlearning examined, as Table 2 highlights, there has been a greater focus on organizational or group/team unlearning (22 articles) than on individual level unlearning (16 articles). In this context, group or organizational unlearning, as with organizational learning, refers to norms, assumptions, behaviours and routines that are collectively shared and understood (Akgün et al., 2007b; Casillas et al., 2010) . While a few papers look at multiple levels of unlearning (e.g. Cegarra-Navarro and Moya 2005), or the inter-relationship between different levels of unlearning (e.g. Cegarra-Navarro and SanchezPolo 2007), the vast majority of papers focus on one level of unlearning alone.
Insert Table 2 The following utilizes the work of MacDonald (2002) and Rushmer and Davies (2004) , as well as some other literature on learning and change to consider the character and dynamics of the process of individual unlearning. In so doing it is suggested that distinctions can be made between different types of individual unlearning.
Types of Individual Unlearning
As has been outlined thus far distinctions can be made between individual and organizational level unlearning, and between the unlearning of values/assumptions, beliefs, skills, knowledge and/or behaviours. A number of authors go beyond these distinctions to develop typologies of unlearning (Akgün et al., 2007a; Rushmer and Davies 2004; Sinkula 2002 However, the categorisation proposed by Rushmer and Davies (2004) is the most relevant to individual unlearning as it provides a useful distinction between three separate and distinctive types of individual unlearning: fading, wiping and deep unlearning (See Table 3 ).
Each type of unlearning is argued to differ in respect of catalyst, intentionality, speed and impact. Firstly, fading or routine unlearning occurs gradually over time through lack of use. It is regarded as neither significant nor challenging for people. Indeed fading may not enter individuals' consciousness unless they are invited to identify lost skills or capabilities.
However, as unlearning requires conscious and intentional action it is questionable whether fading can be conceptualized as unlearning. We argue that a lack of conscious action means that fading is more akin to a process of unintentional individual level forgetting, rather than unlearning. Consequently, fading is not considered in the remainder of this paper.
Insert Table 3 assumptions and values are questioned and reflected upon).
The Nature of Individual Unlearning Processes
The previous section only provides a brief overview of the general character of wiping and deep unlearning processes. Thus to develop a fuller understanding of the dynamics and character of the processes of wiping and deep unlearning it is necessary to consider both in more detail. The definitions suggest there are significant differences in the way people experience and understand wiping and deep unlearning, and in the process dynamics of wiping and deep unlearning. Therefore, it is useful to consider each separately which is done in the following two sub-sections.
Wiping
In terms of the relationship between unlearning and change, the dominant perspective in the unlearning literature is that unlearning is a facilitator of change (Becker 2008 (Becker , 2010 Cegarra-Navarro and Sanchez-Polo 2007; Fotaki 2007; Mavin et al., 2004; Tsang 2008; Tsang and Zahra 2008) . While this may be true in relation to wiping (see Table 3 ) it also needs to be acknowledged that the relationship works in the opposite direction, with external change acting as the prime catalyst for wiping. Thus, in the context of wiping, the primary reason why people engage in unlearning is because it is perceived as being a necessary element of a specific organizational change initiative. This is articulated explicitly in a textbook on change (Hayes 2002, p. 7) , which, in talking about the importance of change for contemporary organizations says, 'people are being required to unlearn old ways and develop new competencies'.
Although much of the unlearning literature suggests that the relationship between unlearning and change is close, it has only considered unlearning as being a facilitator of change, and hasn't examined the relationship between unlearning and change in any detail.
Consequently, the literature provides limited insight into how change can be a facilitator of wiping, or how individuals experience the character and dynamics of the process of wiping.
Two useful papers on the link between unlearning and change are Akgün et al (2007b) and Tsang & Zahra (2008) . While these papers are focussed on organizational rather than individual unlearning, they still provide potentially useful insights into the relationship between organizational level change, and individual unlearning.
The most useful paper for considering the bi-directional relationship between unlearning/wiping and change is Akgün et al.'s (2007b) As wiping is so closely inter-related with processes of organizational change it is useful to refer to some change-related concepts. In this context, if organizational change provides the catalyst to wiping/unlearning, people's attitude to unlearning is likely to be closely linked to and virtually inseparable from their attitude to the change process that precipitated it. Thus, if people don't regard the changes being undertaken as favourable they are unlikely to have a positive attitude to any unlearning that flows from the change. Equally, if the opposite is the case and people do regard change as necessary and important, they are likely to have a more positive attitude to any unlearning it precipitates. While Tsang (2008) doesn't explicitly use the concept of resistance to change, the reluctance to unlearn and learn that he found in relation to the knowledge transfer processes that were examined can be argued to constitute resistance to change.
The concept of resistance to change is useful when considering people's attitudes to change and unlearning. The change literature suggests that due to the uncertainty caused by change, resistance is common. A key theme in the change literature is concerned with anticipating, managing and minimizing any potential resistance to change (Hayes 2002) .
While some of the unlearning literature touches on the topic of resistance to change (Rampersad 2004; Tsang and Zahra 2008 ), people's attitude to unlearning is neglected. This neglect may be because of the assumption that people will embrace wiping-type unlearning relatively willingly. However, this assumption represents an important omission because people's attitude to unlearning is likely to be shaped by their attitude to change. Thus to understand the character and dynamics of individual level wiping-type unlearning processes it is fundamentally necessary to take account of people's attitude to the change which precipitated it.
Deep unlearning
In examining how individuals experience deep unlearning and the process through which it unfolds, few of the unlearning articles reviewed are relevant. Of the six papers which focus on the process of unlearning (see Table 2 A final very general model that is relevant for understanding the process of deep unlearning which has some synergy with MacDonald's model is the process of organizational inquiry outlined by Argyris and Schön (1996) , which takes inspiration from the work of the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey. Similar to deep unlearning, and Garud et al.'s unusual experiences, the catalyst for a process of inquiry is the experience of doubt, which is defined as, the experience of a 'problematic situation', triggered by a mismatch between the expected results of action and the results actually achieved. Such experiences they argue, inhibit continued action, and encourage a process of reflection/inquiry aimed at resolving the doubt.
Thus, the start of this process of inquiry can be considered equivalent to the initial stage of receptiveness in MacDonald's model, with the objective of resolving the sense of doubt that has been experiences providing the primary catalyst to this receptiveness. The process of inquiry outlined by Argyris and Schön (1996) is relatively generic, and lacking in detail, but involves combining reflection and action, as well as an active process of dialogue with others. The ultimate aim of this process of inquiry is doubt resolution, whereby the mismatch that was experienced is made sense of. Arguably this process of inquiry is equivalent to both the receptiveness and grieving stages of MacDonald's model. Once the process of inquiry has resulted in the doubt that was experienced being resolved this makes it possible for learning and change to occur, whereby people adapt their knowledge and actions to take account of the recently experienced mismatch.
Overall therefore, all three of the process models outlined above provide a potentially useful template for understanding how people experience and make sense of what is referred to here as deep unlearning. However, none of them have been empirically evaluated. Thus further research is necessary to empirically test and evaluate these models before their validity as templates for understanding the process of deep unlearning can be established.
Discussion and Research Agenda
Unlearning is a key factor in the successful implementation of organizational change, a constant feature of the contemporary business environment. This review has examined and synthesized the literature concerning the processes of individual unlearning. The first important contribution of this paper comes from this analysis by developing the concept of individual unlearning. In contrast to the mainstream perspective on unlearning (see earlier)
we argue that individual unlearning is a distinctive type of learning, involving a conscious decision to give up knowledge, value or behaviours. However, this abandoned knowledge is not permanently lost, but is consciously discarded and remains retrievable for future use.
The second contribution of this paper is a new typology, which distinguishes between four separate types of individual unlearning. Building from the review and conceptualisation of individual unlearning types it was clear that there were inconsistencies in how the literature considers catalysts to individual unlearning. While Rushmer and Davies (2004) suggest that deep unlearning is typically initiated by some specific personal experience, an externally imposed change could also be a catalyst for deep unlearning. speculate that while behavioural unlearning may be restricted to this domain, cognitive unlearning is likely to be accompanied by or lead to behavioural unlearning. As suggested in the typology, change events, or individual experiences may be a catalyst to either behavioural or cognitive unlearning.
Further, the character and dynamics of each of the four types of individual unlearning identified are likely to be distinctive, as they will be shaped not only by the type of individual unlearning that people are experiencing/undertaking, but also by the character of the catalyst, which initiated it. Thus, the process of cognitive unlearning which has been initiated by an external change event is likely to be different from cognitive unlearning that has been initiated by a specific, individual experience.
Insert Figure 1 about here
These two contributions in the paper begin the process of addressing the significant conceptual gap that was highlighted in the earlier review of the unlearning literature regarding how both the nature and process of individual unlearning are understood. To finish the paper we point towards a number of ways in which understanding on this topic could be developed in the future. Previous research has focused more on organizational rather than individual unlearning. However, both areas remain lacking in attention. Further, few studies have attempted to consider multiple levels of unlearning or inter-relationships between different levels of unlearning and empirical analysis is still required for several aspects of the unlearning concept. In particular, further research is needed to examine the process of A healthcare manager is charged with engaging staff in an efficiency improving initiative in order to release nursing time for direct patient care. As a result the healthcare manager abandons her normal fast, reactive approach to problem solving and adopts a more systematic, analytical approach by collecting and weighing evidence and considering different solutions.
When a grievance is taken out against a manager, she gives up her non-hierarchical view of herself in relation to her team and her informal approach to staffing issues. She accepts the need to behave as a manager rather than a colleague and starts to exert her authority.
Change event A government health department introduces a requirement for all healthcare organizations to use a competency framework, which results in a more technical approach to the conduct of appraisals. As a consequence a healthcare manager gives up her previous practice of conducting indepth reviews, although she remains unconvinced about the value of the imposed change.
Funding cuts within a healthcare organization lead to an information services manager losing her only member of staff. As a result the manager gives up her assumption that everyone in the organization values information services. She restructures the delivery of information services and is more proactive in promoting the service.
